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CONTINUING MEDICAL EDUCATION
FORMATION MÉDICALE CONTINUE

PRACTICAL TIPS FOR SURGICAL RESEARCH

Ethical issues in surgical research

One may question the moral or ethical right to continue with casual or unplanned new surgical
procedures — procedures which may encompass no more than a placebo effect — when these
procedures are costly of time and money, and dangerous to health or life.

Harry Beecher 19611

INTRODUCTION

Although codes of ethics date back millennia to the Hippocratic Oath and the
Prayer of Maimonides, modern medical ethics, especially as it relates to
research involving humans, began with the Nuremberg Code, a series of
principles articulated by jurists at the trial of Nazi physicians responsible for
atrocities against prisoners during the Second World War. The core princi-
ples of the 10-point Nuremberg Code include voluntary informed consent,
lack of coercion, properly formulated experiments and beneficence toward
participants.2 The Nuremberg Code has been largely superseded by the
World Medical Association’s Declaration of Helsinki,3 last revised in 2008.
Western biomedical ethics, including research ethics, are guided by 4 over-
reaching principles:
1. Respect for autonomy: the human capacity and the right to selfdetermina-

tion and decision making.
2. Nonmaleficence: avoiding the causation of harm or primum non nocere.
3. Beneficence: acting in a way that benefits the patient after balancing the

potential risks and harms.
4. Justice: treating patients in similar positions in a similar manner by distrib-

uting risks and costs fairly.4

The need for surgical research is not in doubt. Well-designed research
studies have led to the near disappearance of previously common surgical pro-
cedures such as extracranial–intracranial bypass for stroke prevention,5 internal
mammary artery ligation for heart disease6 and, to some extent, arthroscopy
for osteoarthritis of the knee.7 Conversely, surgical research has led to the con-
tinued widespread use of some procedures whose efficacy had been ques-
tioned, such as carotid endarterectomy for symptomatic carotid stenosis.8

There is a perception, however, that surgical procedures, both well-
established and novel, are held to a less-rigorous standard than are medical
treatments,9 both ethically and methodologically, resulting in procedures
being “smuggled” into practice without proper review.10 As the need for more
rigorous evaluation of surgical research is recognized, so too is the need for
proper application of ethical principles and oversight to that research.

In the following sections, we provide a brief review of some of the more
pressing ethical issues encountered in surgical research. Although not meant
to be a comprehensive review, this will hopefully act as a starting point for
awareness and further discussion of ethical issues in surgical research. By the
end of this article, the reader will appreciate the significance of ethics in con-
ducting research involving surgical patients. 
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PRINCIPLES OF ETHICAL CLINICAL RESEARCH

Emanuel and colleagues11 have proposed 7 requirements
for the ethical conduct of research involving humans.
Although not specific to surgery, these requirements are
considered necessary for research involving humans: 
1. The research must have value; that is, it must have the

potential to enhance health or knowledge.
2. It must have sufficient methodologic rigor to make the

results of the research scientifically valid.
3. Research participants should be selected in a way such

that the risks of participation in research studies and the
potential benefits of the knowledge gained from the
research are distributed fairly among groups. 

4. The potential benefit of the research results to society out-
weigh the risks, and risks to the individual are minimized.

5. The research is reviewed and approved by an independent
body.

6. Consent is informed and voluntary and can be with-
drawn at any time.

7. The privacy of participants is protected and their well
being is monitored.

CLINICAL EQUIPOISE

The gold standard for clinical research remains the ran-
domized clinical trial (RCT). With the call for more
methodologically rigorous evaluation of both novel and
well-established surgical procedures and their outcomes
also comes a call for more RCTs in surgical research.9 A
surgical RCT may compare 2 different surgical procedures
or it may compare surgery with nonsurgical management or
with the natural history of the illness being studied. For a
surgeon–researcher to enroll patients in an RCT, it is widely
accepted that a state of “clinical equipoise” must exist.

Freedman coined the term clinical equipoise as a state
where “there is no consensus within the expert clinical com-
munity about the comparative merits of the alternatives to be
tested” with “honest professional disagreement among …
clinicians.”12 If such a state exists, a clinical trial is considered
ethical, provided it is designed to “disturb” equipoise; that is, it
is designed to provide an answer as to which arm of the study
is better. The key to Freedman’s concept of clinical equipoise,
as opposed to an individual clinician’s uncertainty regarding
the superiority of one intervention over another (also known
as the “uncertainty principle”),13 is that it allows an individual
clinician–researcher to have a preference or opinion as to
which intervention they believe to be superior and still enroll
patients in a clinical trial, provided they “recognize that their
less-favoured treatment is preferred by colleagues whom they
consider to be responsible and competent.”12

WHAT IS SURGICAL RESEARCH?

Beecher’s concerns about the premature introduction of

novel surgical procedures1 quoted at the start of this paper
highlight an ongoing and as yet unresolved controversy
regarding the proper way to evaluate novel surgical proced -
ures and ensure adequate oversight of surgical research. The
question of when variations in surgical practice or evaluation
of outcomes become research and, as such, become subject to
the rigors of evaluation by a research ethics board (REB) is
not always answered easily. Unlike novel medications, which
are subject to Health Canada and US Food and Drug
Administration regulations, new surgical procedures have no
such agency review before their widespread adaptation into
practice. This has raised concerns that “nonvalidated surgical
procedures are being smuggled past RCTs and [REBs], our
societal checkpoints for innovations.”10 There is a perception
that surgeons seek to “have it both ways: to experiment with
innovative surgical procedures within the framework of clini-
cal care and without [REB] oversight at the same time as
publishing research … in professional journals.”14 Unfortu-
nately, the Canadian standard for human research, the Tri-
Council Policy Statement (TCPS) on Ethical Conduct for
Research Involving Humans15 provides no specific guidelines
for surgical research. The TCPS states that all research
involving humans, as well as research involving human
remains, cadavers, tissues, biological fluids, embryos or
fetuses requires REB review and approval. The TCPS does
not specifically define what constitutes research.

Bernstein and Bampoe16 have recommended that REB
approval should be sought for all procedures performed in
the context of an RCT, for novel procedures scheduled to be
performed electively and for major modifications of accepted
surgical procedures. Whereas it is often difficult to determine
when innovative surgical treatment becomes research, “that
boundary is certainly crossed once a report is presented at a
scientific meeting, or submitted for scientific review.”17 At
this point, all further study should be done in the context of a
well-defined research protocol, with particular attention to
the informed consent process and submission to local REBs.

Much of what is published in surgical journals involves
retrospective case reviews or data culled from prospective
databases. Most contend,14,18–20 and we agree, that wherever
possible, protocols for such research should be submitted
to local REBs. For prospective databases whose sole goal is
research publication, efforts should be made to obtain
informed consent from patients before enrolment in the
database. If there is confusion as to whether a particular
activity requires REB approval, we recommend consulting
the local REB, because requirements may vary in different
jurisdictions. Indeed, a recent study of the requirement for
ethical review in human research found that 83% of med-
ical journals required independent ethics committee
approval, with most of those requiring disclosure of that
approval within the paper.21 Ten years earlier, only 47% of
those journals required ethical review.22

Evidence suggests that ethical process for research pub-
lished in some surgical journals is high for prospective
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studies (up to 92% are reviewed by an REB) but relatively
low for retrospective studies (only 30% are reviewed by an
REB).23 Reitsma and Moreno24 found that only 28% of
authors publishing results of innovative surgical procedures
in 2000–2001 had submitted their protocol to an REB.

A more difficult question to answer is the following:
When is further research no longer required; that is, what
constitutes sufficient evidence of the efficacy of a surgical
intervention? It is one of the ironies of the evidence-based
medicine paradigm that, in the end, a majority of expert
opinion is still required before a question regarding the effi-
cacy of a surgical procedure is considered “solved,” regard-
less of whether it has been studied in an RCT.25 In essence,
this is when clinical equipoise no longer exists. Pin-pointing
when this occurs (clinically and even statistically) is difficult
and is often only recognized in retrospect.26

CONFLICTS OF INTEREST

A recent article in the New York Times27 identified that doc-
tors in half of the centres enrolling patients in a trial of artifi-
cial intervertebral discs stood to financially benefit if the
results of the study favoured the new device, highlighting
the importance of both perceived and real conflicts of inter-
est (COI) for surgical researchers. A COI is defined as “a set
of conditions in which professional judgment concerning a
primary interest (such as a patient’s welfare or the validity of
research) tends to be unduly influenced by a secondary
interest (such as financial gain).”28 As the role of industry in
the funding of surgical research increases, so too does the
potential for COI. Many surgeon–researchers receive sup-
port from industry, ranging from unrestricted research
grants, to consultant fees or direct financial interest in a
company such as royalties, stock options and significant
stock or private ownership interests.29 A study of selfreported
COIs by presenters at the annual meeting of the American
Academy of Orthopaedic Surgeons showed an increase in
the incidence of COIs from 10% in 1985 to 32% in 2002.29

Conflicts were highest among those presenting at symposia
(74%). Associations have also been found between the pre-
sentation of positive findings and those receiving royalties,
stock options or consulting fees.30

To maintain public and professional belief in the in -
tegrity of surgical research, it is important that all possible
attempts are made to ensure that these COIs do not play
any role in the results of such research. Policies governing
financial conflicts vary,31 ranging from complete prohibition
of certain financial arrangements, monetary limits and, at a
minimum, disclosure. Most large scientific meetings have
guidelines for selfdisclosure, and almost all major surgical
journals require that financial conflicts be disclosed.

Although not universal, both REBs and biomedical
journals are increasingly requiring disclosure of potential
COIs among researchers; 48% of all REBs in academic
medical centres in the United States required disclosure of
financial COIs by researchers to potential research partici-
pants.32 Similarly, in a survey of editors of biomedical jour-
nals, 77% collect information on COIs on all author sub-
missions.33 We suspect that this trend will increase in the
coming years. The TCPS15 compels an REB to require a
researcher to disclose a COI to prospective participants as
part of the informed consent process.

It remains to be seen whether these voluntary measures
will be enough to maintain public trust in surgical research.

SHAM SURGERY

Recent RCTs for surgical procedures to treat Parkinson dis-
ease34 and knee osteoarthritis7 have used a placebo or sham
arm in an attempt to account for a possible placebo effect of
surgery. The authors of these studies, as well as the REBs
that approved them, felt that the potential bias of the
placebo effect would invalidate the study results if a sham
arm was not used. Advocates for placebo surgery argue that
its use is ethically justified provided that the risks are mini-
mized, informed consent of participants is obtained, the
potential for bias from the placebo effects of surgery is sig-
nificant and there is no suitable methodological alternatives
to the use of a sham arm in the trial.35,36

Opponents of sham surgery arms in RCTs37 raise con-
cerns because of the risks involved in sham procedures,
with no hope for benefit. Other concerns include the
potential for “therapeutic misconception” among partici-
pants (in this case, the belief among study participants that
they will receive active treatment, even when told they may
not), overstatement of the placebo effect and, perhaps most
importantly, the active deception of the patient by the sur-
geon that is required when using a sham surgery arm.

The ethics of the use of placebo arms in clinical trials,
whether they involve novel drugs or surgical procedures,
remains controversial. Although not making specific refer-
ence to sham surgery, the TCPS considers the use of
placebo controls unacceptable when a standard treatment

Box 1. Tips for ethical considerations in surgical research 

•  Surgical research should meet the 7 requirements for ethical research 
as set out by Emanuel and colleagues:11 
1.  social or scientific value 
2.  scientific validity 
3.  fair participant selection 
4.  favourable risk-benefit ration 
5.  independent review 
6.  informed consent  
7.  respect for potential and enrolled participants 

•  The line between regular clinical practice, innovation and surgical 
research is often difficult to draw. When in doubt, consult your local 
research ethics board. 

•  A state of “clinical equipoise” must exist for surgical RCTs to proceed. 
•  Conflicts of interest by researchers should be disclosed. 
•  The need for and ethics of sham surgery arms in clinical trials remains 

controversial. Further debate of this issue and its importance in surgical 
research is necessary. 

RCT = randomized controlled trial. 
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is available. The use of a placebo as the control arm of a
study is allowed under the following circumstances:
• There is no standard treatment, or standard treatment

has been shown to be no better than placebo.
• New evidence has given rise to doubt regarding the

benefits of standard therapy.
• Effective treatment is not available because of cost or short

supply.
• The patient population is refractory to standard treatment.
• An add-on treatment is being compared to standard therapy.
• Patients provide informed refusal of standard therapy

for a minor condition (such as the common cold).15

A final consensus about the ethics of placebo or sham
surgery has not yet been achieved, and further debate of this
issue, which is of critical importance to surgical researchers,
is necessary.

CONCLUSION

Calls for more methodological rigor in surgical research are
paralleled by the need for an increasing awareness of ethical
issues in surgical research. Useful tips for surgical researchers
are provided in Box 1. We have introduced some of the com-
mon ethical debates encountered in surgical research in the
hopes of creating a springboard for further debate and 
discussion.
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